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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The Beginning


This story takes place once-upon-a-time; not a real time that has come and gone, or a time that has yet to happen, or even quite a high-and-far-off (-out) time where so many stories take place; this is a time that never happened but ought to have, in one of those places that are called fabulous since, of course, they exist only in fables.


Because this is one of those tales, it must begin with a proper little verse, something pompous and frivolous, to set the tone of the thing and to bow to tradition.




That special once-upon-a-time is here


When wonders and nostalgic dreams abound


When aggravations of this world all leave


And a while care knits up its unraveled sleeve.


Here you may gather cherished memories around


And merrily indulge, your conscience clear,


The special whimsy and delight you found


When younger, in the realms of make-believe.





So much for tradition.


Now that you are in the mood, think of towering powdered wigs and cascades of lace, of adorable heroines and staunch heroes, of mighty wizards and malefic sorcerers, of perspicacious kings and odious tyrants, of soothsayers and enchantments, and all the other stuff of faery, for this is that once-upon-a-time, where even witches had a sense of fashion.


We begin in the darkest part of the Woebegone Wood, a place known as the Wailing Gorge. Trees unlucky enough to grow here are festooned with so much moss that it is difficult to know what they are like underneath. There is very little light here, and what small amount of it reaches down through the overgrowth is a murky color, as if it had run out of breath. A river rushes down from the craggy heights in a hurry to get away, and it has very little manners about how it goes. Everything here is dank and the smell is miasmic.


There are two sets of inhabitants here. One is a large family of Trolls who roister much of the time. They live in the caves behind the falls and it is rare that anyone sees them, which is probably just as well. The other is an elderly witch (who nonetheless has some pretentions to beauty of a particular sort), her abominable familiar who is an obnoxious floofy cat, and her servant (more about her in a moment).


Alfreida Broomtail, the witch, lives in a hut, one of those low-slung hovels with a thatched roof that has things growing out of it. There are very few windows, all of them tiny and hard to see through, and generally one of them is full of Liripoop who spends most of the time polishing his claws with his tongue. There are excellent reasons not to disturb him. Beneath one of the windows is a large, rickety table that takes up most of the wall and about a quarter of the floor. It is covered with jars and bottles and vials and sachets and boxes and small cooking pots that send off various dreadful odors. This is where Alfreida spends most of her time when she is not too busy with her personal toilette. Occasionally she sweeps everything off the roughhewn surface, and so there are heaps and piles of unidentified debris on the floor—the rats and spiders are very territorial about them. Naturally there is a fireplace, with the traditional cauldron hanging on a blackened iron hook over the glowing coals. The hearth is very neat, and the smells coming from the cauldron are delicious; Alfreida is much too busy to cook, and the task is left to her servant.


For illumination there are candles in tilting sconces tacked to the walls wherever there is room for them, and so haphazard are they that their flames appear to lurch around the room, from hearth to door to table to bed and back to the hearth again. Little wax stalagmites rise under the candles, their relative heights revealing how long the sconce above has been there.


Alfreida herself is busy at the table sorting out cobwebs. She is a fine, scrawny ruin of a woman, with bones poking at her skin like unfriendly tenants. This afternoon she is wearing a splendid, ancient dress of a rusty, muddy shade that might once have been dark blue. The brocade taffeta is shapeless and without shine, and the scraps of lace at the corsage and the cuffs only serve to make the whole ensemble appear more bedraggled. Over the years she has lived alone, she has got into the habit of talking to herself. It is quite useless to talk to Liripoop, who rarely pays attention to anything except his own vanity.


“Bats’ toes, bats’ toes, where are they? What sly things they are, oh, yes.” With a cry she seizes a lump of a jar and pulls the stopper out. “There. Theretherethere!” Delightedly she drops some small, anonymous bits into the pot sitting by her right elbow. “Now for the kernels of gallowsbane fruit!” Her twiggy fingers hover over the confusion and she clicks them with impatience.


On the windowsill, Liripoop regards her contemptuously. He stretches out his front paws, crosses them just so, and lets his claws out to their full, glorious, scimitar length.


“And now, wart flower. Where’s the wart flower. No good reason for it to be missing, that’s what I say.” She reaches down, pushing several containers aside, but finally stands back in vexation. “There are some things that don’t know when funny is funny.”


From the distance, the Trolls can be heard singing. They usually start about this time every afternoon and have sometimes kept at it all night.




“Gruesomely churns the water down


Bringing us victims, hey-ho!


   Horses and riders washed down


Who simply forgot to say woah!


   Murky and damp our houses are


Deep in the slime and mud caves—”





Alfreida grits her teeth and makes a face in the direction of the horrible song. “Some people!” she mutters.




“While to the tune of frightened screams


   Our mummy whimpers and—”





“Liripoop, can’t you—” Alfreida complains, as she always does.




“—raves …”


“Chorus:”


“Lollopping, slobbering—”





“—do something to—”




“—monstrous Trolls!


We hide under bridges, we hide in deep holes!


We gibber and scribble—”





Alfreida takes up the largest bottle she can easily reach and heaves it in the general direction of the sounds. The bottle smashes satisfyingly and sends a thin, noxious odor through the room to blend with the others.




“—our names in the ooze!


We feast on whomever, whenever we choose!”





“They’ll be at it all night at this rate!” Alfreida shouts to the ceiling. She claps her hands on her hips and glares at Liripoop. “You could do something; you know you could. But there you sit! Some people don’t know what lucky is.”


Ever so delicately, Liripoop yawns, taking great care to show all of his long, pointed teeth. The tip of his plume of a tail gives one ominous twitch.


“It’s all very well for you,” Alfreida rails at him. “All you ever have to do is sit there and wait for the mice to come. You’re not so put upon as others I could name.” She reaches for a featherduster made with nettles, but does little more than wave it threateningly in the air. (Above her, one or two bats are changed into snails; one of them drops onto the table and lands in a box of ground ginger.) She knows better than to get into a row with Liripoop; he knows it, too.




“Morbidly through the gloom we slosh,


   Our thick, icky limbs distorted!


Quaking our prey that—”





As much to save face as anything, Alfreida stomps over to the door and pulls it open. “You! Trolls! Much more noise out of you and I’ll set the cacodemons on you!” She sounds more irritated than she is. If the truth were known, she actually looks forward to these afternoon tussles with the Trolls.




“—ichor we plaster our reeking walls—”





Alfreida slams the door and braces it with her back, the very picture of the chatelaine defending the castle. She glares at the nearest candle and is satisfied only when the little flame quivers and goes out. It would be too much to say that she smiles, but she changes enough to be pleased. “A body can’t get an indecent spell done without them caterwauling about how special they are and breaking into one’s concentration. It’s a shame they’re not so modest as some of us.”


Liripoop blinks very thoroughly.


Beyond the door, the song of the Trolls grows rowdier and a bit louder.


Alfreida gives up her post and goes back to the table. “Where did I leave off?”


If this question is directed at Liripoop, he ignores it superbly.


She busies herself with sorting out bottles and at last finds a badly blown bottle with a wax seal across the top. With an eager cry, she grabs it and breaks the wax off at once. “Oh, yes, what a fine vintage it is!” she cackles as she pours out the gooey substance into the pot. “This is just what’s needed.”


Delicately Liripoop gets down from the sill and stalks away toward the hearth where he begins a most fastidious grooming of his tail.


“Just listen to them. Those Trolls!” Alfreida says sotto voce. She is trying to find just the right wooden spoon to stir her concoction. “No shame at all, the way they carry on.” There is no spoon to be found, and at last she relents, screeching, “Esmeralda!” (Remember, she has a servant—occasionally she has more than one, but that’s rare.) She potters over to the far end of the table, hoping that perhaps she will find what she needs there. “Those Trolls have no sense of the order of things. What if I should go around trying to be so impressive? Not that I haven’t got things to recommend me.”


Liripoop yowls and makes a face that on a human would be a smirk.


“I won’t have you entertaining those notions,” Alfreida warns him, but with little force. “In my youth, I will have you know, I was thought to be most remarkable for my appearance. Even Osgood said—that wretch!—I was very, very unusual.” She lifts a spoon and considers it, but apparently it is not what she needs, for she puts it down once more. “But I’m not like those Trolls, not at all. Esmeralda! I know a bit more about conduct and courtesy, you may be sure of that.”


Liripoop abandons his washing and finds a perfect spot; he gathers all his paws together, drops his chin on them and drapes his tail over his nose. His mad orange eyes do not quite close.


In her zeal to find the spoon, Alfreida oversets three little boxes. They fall to the floor and spill out three dissimilar dusts. “Exterpation!” Her hands raise up, gathered as tightly as her twig-fingers will permit. She is on the verge of a fine tantrum. “Es-mer-aaaal-da!”


Timidly the door is opened and Alfreida’s unfortunate servant comes into the hut. In spite of the torn clothes and smudge of dirt on her cheek, it is clear to anyone with decent vision and half a brain that this is one of the loveliest females ever to grace a once-upon-a-time. She is fair and glowing; her complexion is softer and more delicate than a rose petal; her hair falls in ridiculously perfect flaxen waves; her eyes, fringed with long, sweeping lashes, are the same deep shade as the best Dutch chocolate. At the moment she looks on Alfreida with pretty dismay. “Yes?”


“About time!” Alfreida shrieks.


“You told me to give your spiders”—here she shudders, a blossom in the wind—“pedicures.”


“What an abominable creature you are. You made a perfect mull of drowning kittens yesterday and now this!” Her temper flares more brightly. “A spoon! My spell requires a spoon! What have you done with the spoons?”


“I … washed them,” Esmeralda ventures, not daring to raise her voice above a breathless whisper.


“Washed them? Washed them? What is the matter with you? Don’t you know enough not to wash things? Some people take too much on their judgment!” She stamps closer to Esmeralda, who shrinks back. “Not content with everything else, you’re washing things!”


“But—”


“If I want a thing washed, I will tell you to wash it, do you understand me? Some people don’t know when to listen. Some people don’t know when to let others do the thinking! Some people assume they’re able to … to…” Alfreida has turned an alarming shade of puce, and she gasps for air. In the sudden silence, the Trolls are heard once again, more off-key than ever.


“—and scribble our names in the ooze!—”


“A-A-A-a-a-a-gh-h-h!” goes Alfreida, shoving the door closed.


“Mercy,” Esmeralda breathes.


“Not from me, you little blither-head,” Alfreida crows, having found a victim on whom to vent her wrath. “You’ve done one thing too many, and you’ll have to take the brunt of my punishment for your mistakes. Yes, yesyesyes. You think I’m an old soft-hearted creature, don’t you? like some others I could mention, but I’ll have a chance to learn otherwise.”


Esmeralda stares in horror at the witch. “But I’ve tried to obey you. I’ve done as you wished, and I haven’t attempted to escape or do you any disservice, just as I promised.”


“And you think I paid any notice of that?” Alfreida scoffs. “What a moron you must think I am. Just a silly old woman, who only needs a little cajoling before she changes her mind about everything.” Alfreida looks down at Liripoop and coos, “You could tell her a thing or two, couldn’t you?” The cat does not respond, which is wise of it. “You sly wench! I’ll turn you over to the Trolls if you go too far. You’ll discover how well-off you’ve been with me, if you end up with the Trolls. Some people think that reasonableness and lenience is weakness, but that’s poppycock. You’re in the Woebegone Wood now, you pretty nit, and you’d better think twice about what you do and say.” Her pebble-gray eyes reveal no trace of emotion, but her face is stretched out in a grotesque smile.


“But honestly, Mistress Broomtail, I have never wanted to turn against you. You’ve warned me that all my family’s crops would be blighted if I did, and I cannot be the instrument of their distress.” Esmeralda lifts her hands (the nails, miraculously, are clean and unbroken) to her cheeks and starts to weep.


“It is strange that you would try to trick me. I can see through every word, you dizzard. There are some who might be taken in by you, but not me.” She raises her hands ominously. “There are some who might take vengeance on you in other ways.”


“Oh, gracious,” Esmeralda whispers.


“You’re not going to get away with that twaddle about your poor papa’s acres, no, you’re not.” Her expression changes to one of the most spurious good will. “Still missing your family, are you? After all this time? How sweet.”


Liripoop gives a loud cat-snort but shows no other sign of paying attention.


With an enchanting little sniff, Esmeralda tries to stop her tears. “Oh, you cannot know how much I miss my home and family. It was so wonderful to be there, with my father and my mother and brothers and sisters and—”


“It sounds too crowded to stand,” Alfreida mutters with an impatient and ominous twitch to the ragged wisps of black lace at her elbows.


“—and our little dog Slurpy. We were so happy, helping each other and singing nice songs in the evening while we scrubbed the little cottage clean again.” Her sigh is a faint, adorable loss of air through her partly opened lips.


“Oh, for the use of a genie, just for a minute,” Alfreida beseeches the air, her eyes turned up toward the smoke-blacked beams of her hovel. “There are some people who could learn a trick or two from a genie.”


“But don’t you see?” Esmeralda asks. “It was so wonderful because we all loved each other and helped each other and we were all happy to do this, and we were all the better for it.” She clasps her hands together as she remembers.


“All the better for it? All the better for it, she says,” Alfreida warns the pots and vials in front of her. “All the better for what, you great gawk?” She picks up the stopper from a jar and wags it at Esmeralda. “You listen to me, you horrible creature. You were none of you happy. You were none of you improving yourselves and helping each other, you were making sure you got what you want, and that’s all there is to it. The rest is a lot of goopy—goopygoopygoopy—talk.” She twiddles her fingers in front of Esmeralda’s perfect nose. “You believe something like that, you’ll believe that sweeping up after the Trolls could be fun!” She flings the stopper into the air. “I don’t know. I bring you here, I try to show you what’s what, and all you can do is talk about drudgery as if it were some kind of picnic, a treat!”


Here Esmeralda touches her throat with her beautiful fingers. “Don’t you know that so long as we are kind, others will be kind in return?”


“Listen to the nonsense,” Alfreida admonishes Liripoop, who pays no attention at all. She shakes her head as she looks at Esmeralda. “What kind of fairy tale were you living in? Bah! Bahbahbah! Some people don’t have the first notion of the world.” She flounces away from the table making an angry show of herself. “Some people don’t know why they’re liked, what they are worth to the world. No they don’t. Some people think that they need only look wistful and the world will do what they want. Well, we don’t all have soft hair and melting eyes and rosy skin like a certain dummy I could name. We don’t all bat our lashes and whisper pretty little things to get our way.”


Esmeralda cannot bring herself to rebuke Alfreida for her behavior, though she knows it is rude. Instead, she does as her mother taught her. “I’m sure your friends must be good and kind, and treasure you. They know and appreciate all your good qualities and think you quite becoming—”


“Me?” This is almost more than Alfreida can stomach.


“Striking, anyway,” Esmeralda amends. She looks away from Alfreida, uncertain how to go on, and not wishing to give offense to her abductress. “It is very sad, you know. Since you’ve brought me to this dark forest, I’ve not been able to discover anything that pleases you. I’ve tried to do as you wish, and I respect your abilities, and I … I want to assure you that I would not do anything to give you reason to … take the action you said you might.” She turns her pleading eyes to Alfreida. “Why will you not tell me what I am to do to please you?”


Alfreida snorts. “Haven’t you paid attention to anything I’ve said? Are you really as dense as all that? If you think to fool me with a deep game, you had better change your mind. You do not know what I am capable of doing, especially when I’m bored.”


“Bored?” Esmeralda repeats, seizing on what she hopes is a clue to Alfreida’s unpredictable behavior. “Is that it? You are alone here, but for your cat and the Trolls. Oh, I should have realized.” Her eyes shine with inspiration. “You miss your friends, don’t you? I should never have reminded you of how lonely you’ve become. Forgive me, please.”


“Forgive something so ridiculous! What an odd idea she has of forgiveness,” Alfreida remarks to Liripoop, her scraggled brows moving up and down to indicate something of significance. When Alfreida’s brows waggle, it is a very bad sign.


“I do realize that I’m not the best companion for you, but I will try to improve. Tell me what you wish me to study—not anything too awful—and I will do my best to learn it, so that I can offer you some intelligent conversation when we are finished with the work of the day.” Her eyes are growing pensive now, and she droops where she stands. Her pretty, amazingly clean frock shows off her posture to the best advantage and her half-closed lips would appear pouting on anyone less patently innocent.


“So you wish to please me? Will you listen to it, Liripoop, the moron wants to please me. How delightful.” Her tone is filled with something that Esmeralda does not recognize; it is malice. “There must be some little thing I could think of, if I put my mind to it. What do you say, Liripoop? Isn’t there something that would be simply perfect?”


Liripoop gives a slow, studied stretch, then drops his chin back on his feet.


For once, Esmeralda has the good sense to be apprehensive. “I didn’t mean … I don’t want to be a bother to you, but if there is something … you might not want to …” Even dithering, she is lovely, which Alfreida notices with a cultivated sneer.


“You want to please me, and the way you are, no matter what you did, you would please someone, I’m sure.” She reaches out, tapping her long, hooked fingernails on one of the metal pots. The noise is like pebbles or teeth rolled down a metal washboard. “I’m sure,” she muses, her eyes half closing, taking on an expression very like Liripoop’s. “Yes. But what if you were changed? What then?” The sly eyes do not open, but they whisk from Esmeralda’s face to the cat’s and back again. “What if you were plain? What if you were ugly? What if you were hideous? What if you were frightful? Do you think anyone would be glad to have you help them, and make you feel so happy? Not a chance, not a chance. No one would want you near them, no one! That idiot dog of yours would bite you if he didn’t run howling out of the room.” Alfreida cackles with glee at the thought, exactly as all wicked witches are supposed to do. “We’d see what’s what then, wouldn’t we?”


Esmeralda had turned divinely pale. “What are you saying? Why should such things make a difference? I am certain that you have let your disappointments sour you, and I am sorry for it. It isn’t possible that you could be right.” Her indignation is almost as splendid to behold as her dismay was. “It is just that you are an unfortunate, neglected, unhappy old witch!”


Both Alfreida and Esmeralda are stupefied by her outburst, as much because it is a pretty good summary of the problem than anything else. Liripoop licks his nose in a thorough and studious manner.


“What was that?” Alfreida demands ominously.


“Oh, dear,” Esmeralda cries, shrinking back. “What a dreadful thing for me to say to you. What can I have been thinking of, to speak of you in that way?”


“It wasn’t your family’s crops,” Alfreida declares with a slow nod. “Thanks to you, they’ll be eating weeds before the summer is over, you spiteful little worm.”


Esmeralda looks around the hut, overcome by distress. “I never meant that, never. I was … foolish! stupid!”


“That you were,” Alfreida agrees with spurious good will.


“I’d do anything to make amends. I beg your pardon.” She curtsies, as graceful as a willow bending in the wind. This does nothing to appease Alfreida, who rolls up her eyes in exasperation.


“What a ninny it is. What an aggravating ninny.” Her chuckle is low and nasty. “And it expects me to forgive and forget the insult. Well, I’m not so blind as some I could name. And I’m not so namby-pamby.”


“No, certainly you’re not. You have great perspicacity,” Esmeralda assures her, eager to placate her captress. “You are more learned and erudite than anyone I’ve ever met.”


“Fine words for someone who should be scratching out bequests,” Alfreida warns her, then pauses. “You do want to get back into my good graces, don’t you. You’re not just saying that to convince me you’re harmless.”


Esmeralda is not wise enough to be nervous at this sudden change of humor on Alfreida’s part, so she nods earnestly, the color coming back into her cheeks. “Oh, yes. Yes, it would mean so much to me. And then my family would not have to starve and I would be able to tend to the chores you have set me in a manner you will like.” She smiles mistily, as if gazing into an uncertain future. Or perhaps she is merely nearsighted.


“Indeed,” Alfreida says with a permissive wave of her hand. “Well, then I will have to think about it, won’t I?”


“Oh, please; yes, please,” Esmeralda breathes.


Alfreida shakes her head and looks down once more at her pots. “Some people are remarkably dense.” She smiles, a jagged, crocodile sort of smile. “I’ll have to give you that chance, won’t I? It wouldn’t do for me to prohibit you. No, not at all.”


“Thank you, thank you,” Esmeralda whispers, all but dropping to her knees in gratitude. “I knew you could not be so cold-hearted to forbid me to have the opportunity to redeem myself in your good opinion.”


“What mouthfuls you say,” Alfreida remarks sweetly. “If you’ll just go to the cave and get my grimoire, I’ll see what I can come up with for you to do.” She indicates the door. “Be sure you close it firmly. I need time to think, and the Trolls are making too much noise for that.”


“The grimoire. Yes, I will fetch it. Right away.” She rushes to the door and with some effort tugs it open.




“—in the mold-green moonlight


Where horror unknown waits and—”





“SHUT IT!” Alfreida bellows, and glares in secret satisfaction at the door. “That will keep her busy while I make a few preparations. Something like this requires planning and concentration, and no one can manage that with an abominably sweet wretch prattling along about goodness and happiness.”


Liripoop gives a low purr; he knows what’s coming.


“And when she comes back, I’ll show her.” Alfreida begins to hum, her tone-deaf meanderings painful to everyone including Liripoop, who turns his back on Alfreida and ignores the whole thing. “What a pretty little cotton-head she is, no doubt about it. High time she learned it’s a rougher world than she knows. Yes. Yesyesyes. When she comes back, I’ll turn her into a toad.” This gives Alfreida such amusement that she has to jig about the room in order to accommodate her mirth. As she goes, she kicks the occasional bit of furniture out of her way. “Must have a good open space, mustn’t we? Large enough to do the work. Toad magic, now that takes a smallish pentacle.” She begins to pace out the lines on the floor, then stops abruptly. “Not a toad. No, that’s far too easy. An obnoxious thing like her, she’d find someone who likes toads. It must be worse than that.”


Liripoop is no help at all.


“What about a sickly bat? One of those weak ones, that are always falling into people’s hair? What would that cream-puff do when a flighty old lady fainted at the sight of her?” She looks toward her cat, as if expecting approval, but Liripoop pays no attention. “If not a bat, what about something large and terrible, something really unpleasant?” The notion appeals to Alfreida as she says this, and her grin is unnerving to see. “I think that I might come up with a spell or two that would do the trick.” She hops experimentally. “A slip of a thing like Esmeralda is going to take more than a jot of magic to get up to size, but there are some who are thought to be the best around who are not equal to my abilities, not that I would think to boast of it.” Her voice has turned sweetly modest, not a very pleasant thing at all.


Liripoop rolls onto his back and looks up at her in an expectant way, then utters a few strange cat sounds which Alfreida listens to attentively. When he has finished this, he rolls back into a ball and claps his paws over his eyes.


“Why, I never thought about that at all,” Alfreida says to him, as if in conversation. “It didn’t occur to me. I must not be completely myself today, to have overlooked such an obvious thing.” A speculative gleam comes into her eyes. “And there would be real advantages to your plan, Liripoop. You’re always showing me the way, I must admit it. What a dreadful familiar you are, to be sure.” She looks about among the pots. “What might work best? Tigers and lions are out—I haven’t got the space for them. But there are other things …” She reaches out for some white powder. “The pentacle first, I think, while I work out what I am going to do with her.” Alfreida kicks a few more bits of furniture into the corners of the room. Other bits of legs and arms of chairs already broken there attest to how regular a habit this is with her. When she has cleared a good portion of the center of the room, she wets her fingers and holds them up. “No draft except for the chimney, and that’s to be expected.”


Liripoop rolls closer to the hearth, as if to aid her, or it may be that he is only exercising good judgment.


“The floor will do as it is,” Alfreida announces to the air. She begins to pace and measure as she goes, still holding the box of white powder. “I won’t need the candles; I won’t want to keep anything in.” Her laughter has degenerated to a cackle. “And then, it’s only a matter of choosing the right form and putting her in it.” The cackle grows worse. Alfreida is beginning to enjoy herself, something that bodes very little good for anyone other than Alfreida. “The pentacle, the pentacle. And that disgusting creature!” It would be too much to say that she actually skips, but she comes dangerously close to it. “She’ll be quite hideous, quite, quite hideous. How delightful it will be.”


As if in protest, Liripoop gets up, stretches, and then leaps up to the narrow stone projection that serves as a mantle above the hearth. He recommences washing his tail.


“What would make her feel most awful?” This occupies her thoughts briefly. “And what would cause the greatest uproar? What would bring all the neighbors running to stare and curse?” Her eyes widen suddenly. “I have it! I have it! Extirpation, I have it!” This time her hop is more emphatic. “A dragon, that’s it. A dragon. I’ll turn that syrupy blossom into a horrible, repulsive, ghastly, horrendous dragon, with scales and flames. That will cause tongues to wag, even among the Trolls.” The more she contemplates this, the happier it makes her. She opens her box of white powder and begins the task of marking out the pentacle on the floor. She croons to herself as she goes. “A dragon, Esmeralda a dragon. Why, there hasn’t been a dragon in the Woebegone Wood for centuries, and almost everyone’s forgotten what they’re like. And to have them know that I did it, well, it would be about time for some of them to realize the talents I possess are not to be trifled with.” She has finished about half the pentacle and she pauses to look over her work. “Coming along very nicely. What do you say, Liripoop?”


The cat could not be bothered.


Nothing daunted, Alfreida continues with her chores. “Think of it. All the nobility from Addlepate and Alabaster-on-Gelasta will come riding out here, and I’ll have them! What a plate of understanding charity and help they’ll serve Esmeralda! And what I will do to them.” She finds this so amusing that she almost drops the box of white powder. “What fun it’s going to be! Ah! And what a lasting lesson it’s going to give to a remarkably stupid fuzzy-brain.” She is growing more and more enthusiastic for her dire project; the ramifications are becoming apparent to her, and the more of them she recognizes, the better she feels. “Those know-it-alls in Addlepate. Well! Humgudgeon thinks he’s the master enchanter in these parts. Fat lot of boasting, that’s all he’s good for. Why, I could out-enchant the whole lot of them, including Humgudgeon. I’ve got more imagination than any of them, I’ve shown that over and over. My skills keep getting better.” She stops congratulating herself to put the finishing touches on her pentacle. “There’s more evil in my little—”




“… hide in deep holes!


We—”





Alfreida screams as Esmeralda hastens to close the door behind her, once again shutting out the rowdy caroling of the Trolls.


“Will you warn a body when you’re coming, you inexcusable dottard? All this skulking about makes me nervy.” Alfreida glowers at Esmeralda, pouting as she does.


Esmeralda is chagrined, and she blushes rosily. “I’m sorry, Mistress Broomtail. I never intended to frighten you.”


As if it were not bad enough to have been startled, this revelation is almost more than Alfreida can bear. “Frighten? You, frighten me? Will you listen to this loathsome abomination?” Suddenly Alfreida laughs, anticipating the revenge she is about to achieve.


“Mistress Broomtail, I—” Esmeralda says apprehensively, her mouth turning down, but not enough to mar the shape and curve of it.


“Don’t interrupt me,” Alfreida orders. “I’m thinking.” So saying, she takes the time to walk around the pentacle once more, as much to congratulate herself for her cleverness as to be certain she has performed her magic correctly. “Quite satisfactory, I should think. There are those who would say that it takes more than the spells and a pentacle to do things right, but they haven’t the experience that some of us can claim.”


This is more promising than Esmeralda had feared it might be, and so she tremblingly proffers the tome she has brought. “I have … your book, Mistress Broomtail.”


“Book?” Alfreida turns and abruptly snatches the volume from Esmeralda. “It had better be the right one,” she warns as she starts to open it. In fact, she owns no more than three books, and the other two are nothing like her grimoire, one being a small volume on herbs, and the other a dissertation on manners and fashion now more than thirty years out of date. “Ah. Well, you can get things right on occasion, can’t you, especially when you’re told just what to do.”


Esmeralda can think of nothing to say in response, and so for a change she remains silent. Her hands lie against the folds of her sprigged muslin skirt, joined delicately. Somehow or other she has managed to keep her shoes clean and they still have a trace of polish to them. She looks wistfully toward Liripoop, wanting to pet him, but afraid of what he might do, since he has shown himself to be disinclined to accept attention from her in the past.


“I’m almost ready,” Alfreida announces after she peers at the various containers on her table. “I have everything I need, I think.”


“Do you want me to leave?” Always before when Alfreida has been about to do magic, she has ordered Esmeralda out of the hovel, no matter what the time or the weather. It being a dank afternoon with promise of a gelid night, Esmeralda cannot help but look longingly at the hearth where the fire still has a little life in it and the cauldron bubbles.


“Oh, no. Nonono. Wouldn’t think of it. You ought to see what I can do when I’m in fine form. This is as good a time as any. But”—she points to the center of the room—“I want you to stand there. For your … protection.” Her giggle is like shards of ice sliding over metal.


Liripoop opens his eyes indignantly, then assumes his usual inscrutable pose.


“Is there any place in particular I should stand? I don’t want to interfere,” Esmeralda says. She is concerned about this sudden change of demeanor on Alfreida’s part. She knows that she ought to trust others, but for once she has trouble convincing herself of this.


“You see the star? Well, you go and stand in the middle of it, so you’ll be safe.”


“This five-pointed one?” Esmeralda asks, still uneasy.


“Perfect. Now don’t move, and don’t speak, and don’t do anything unless I tell you to, all right?” Once again she giggles and, if anything, it is worse than before.


“I scuffed one of the points. Should I fix it?” Esmeralda looks at the pentagram, not wanting to disobey Alfreida, but worried that there might be some hazard if the pentagram is not correct. Alfreida has often railed at her when magical things were not just so.


“Um?” Alfreida murmurs, looking up from the book. “Oh, I see. Well, yes. You can fix it. Make sure it comes to a nice, sharp point. You do that.” She goes back to struggling with the book, which is very large and unwieldy, which is traditional for important grimoires.


Esmeralda sets the corner of the pentacle to rights, then moves back again, standing quietly and adorably at the center. She lowers her eyes demurely.


“Where would they put dragon in a book like this?” Alfreida wonders aloud as she turns the pages.


“Under D,” Esmeralda says, grateful now that she has the protection of the pentacle. She is very much afraid of things like dragons and wyverns and gryphons. She is also afraid of witches and Trolls, but that is another matter.


“What a helpful little wretch it is,” Alfreida grumbles as she fingers the pages. “Ah, yes, here it is. Under D.” She peers at the page. “Whilst hopping on the ryte foote thou dost repeat: Latchetail ryscr … Aha! That’s got it. Here we go.” She puts the book on the one clear space on the table, canting it out precariously, then reaches for various bits of powders and dried oddments, strewing them about. All the while she chants, turning first this direction then that, describing strange shapes in the air with her skinny fingers. Her voice, never soothing, becomes increasingly strident. There is a light in her eyes that more hardened souls than Esmeralda would find disturbing.


“Prigin kardapest dinguremer apenlau!” The words of the spell are strange to both Esmeralda and Alfreida, and neither of them knows if they are pronounced correctly. They sound sinister because they are so very unfamiliar, which causes more apprehension to fill Esmeralda. Alfreida is inspired by what she is saying, and goes into the second part of the spell with considerable verve.


The air in the hovel, never very clear, becomes first dingy and then sunk into gloom. Strange flickers of acidic green and orange move along the beams like St. Elmo’s Fire. There are sounds that cannot be identified coming from the walls, and rustlings move along the floor as if the place were being invaded by hoards of invisible mice.




“Cebalpontigerdig yepwig


Lesegho hapdoff kopasil yepwig


Shybid esterkring tillclet pantu!”





The chant goes on, growing so loud that it almost competes with the carousing Trolls (to give the Trolls their due, they fell silent when the spell began. They may be Trolls, but they are not total boors).


And what is happening to Esmeralda? She is so terrified that she can hardly bring herself to breathe. Her arms feel stiff as old ice, her forehead is so hot that she would not touch it if she could, for fear of raising blisters on her fingers. There are sounds in her ears that have nothing to do with what Alfreida is yodeling outside the pentacle. Her feet ache and itch in ways she has never felt before. Enormous tears roll from her perfect eyes and she bids farewell in her mind to home, family, hearth, and Slurpy.


Alfreida is prancing and leaping now, throwing herself into the ritual so frantically that she realizes that tomorrow she will be one mass of sore joints and sour disposition. Yet for the moment she is caught up in the spell as much as the object of her corybantic frenzy. She bounds into the air, tossing the last of the herbs in the general direction of the pentacle. Then she spins giddily around the entire pentacle (widdershins, of course) and ends up before her fire, panting and triumphant.


The air in the hut crackles and fizzes. Four new, distinct, and incompatible stenches are released from the pentacle. Strange, obscuring clouds roil up, turning various noxious colors as they go. Jars and boxes skitter on the table and a strange stretching groan fills the room.


Pop! Whirrr! and fingers lengthen, turning into talons, growing long, glistening claws. Toes thrust through the ends of shiny shoes, more claws appear. Golden hair lifts and twines, stiffening as it goes, turning into two twisted, arching horns forming a perfect valentine over the long, green, scaled snout. Hummmm! Zip! Ping! Joints shorten, reach, change, shift. Esmeralda gasps and a tiny puff of smoke clouds out of her mouth. Skin hardens and shines, segmenting into scales.


Alfreida howls with delight as the last of the colored mists fades away and the hovel is once again quiet. “I did it! I did it!” she crows.


Liripoop blinks slowly, keeping his thoughts to himself.


“I’ll have to make sure that those idiots in Alabaster-on-Gelasta find out about this. They’ll want to know there’s a dragon about. And Humgudgeon will want to know that Alabaster-on-Gelasta knows.” She actually rubs her hands together in malefic anticipation.


In the pentacle, the huge brown eyes of the dragon continue to shed perfect tears.




Interlude


A Shape goes out from the Woebegone Wood, a Shape that is many things, a bit of soot blown against the sky, perhaps a bird no one has been before. Sometimes it drifts, sometimes it lurches, sometimes it tumbles with the wind, but always, always, it goes toward Addlepate, carrying something with it, and beneath it, where its shadow passes, the Woebegone Wood falls silent.




Complication Number One


If Humgudgeon IX, Protector Extraordinary of Addlepate is known for anything, aside from malice, it is caprice; he works them in turns. He likes nothing so much as exercising his right to have an absolute whim, one that every minion of his court will have to leap to indulge or face the consequences. Humgudgeon is a short, pudgy man with a dissipated face and an overly soft handshake, who is inevitably called handsome, since to say anything else is to woo disaster (see the consequences, above). He has been known to order his whole court to pack up and move in the middle of the night, and take them all, without warning, to visit a noble who is currently enjoying the dubious advantage of his favor. These Protectoral Progresses always cause chaos, which is precisely what pleases Humgudgeon the most. He prides himself on the amount of upset he can bring about, which can be a dangerous thing in a ruler, no matter how much fun it might seem to be.


At the moment, he has ordered the court to go away on a picnic, never mind the rain, and has the afternoon free to contemplate new mischief. For that purpose, he has gone to his study where he can recline on the cushions and sip from various cups while he turns various schemes over in his mind, consulting his raven from time to time, for like Alfreida, he has a familiar. He prides himself on his decadence, and at the moment is doing it in the effete style.


The Shape has almost reached the castle where Humgudgeon is plotting. It has made good time and has farther to go. It circles around the towers and finally begins its descent.


“Yes, we’ll think of something for them,” Humgudgeon muses, taking more of whatever-it-is in the gold cup. “A tasty little plague, perhaps. There’s much to be said for plague. It is such a complete disaster, brings everything to a halt. You may prefer calamities a bit more solid and theatrical,” he goes on to the raven. “Fires and floods and the rest of them, but you’re wrong, my dear. It devastates me to say that you are wrong, but there it is. There is no poetry in your notion. Ruins should be poetic.” He touches his dark, greasy hair and smooths it back from his brow. “Those poor dears, still thinking that my attention is elsewhere, occupied with other matters. But Alabaster-on-Gelasta will meet its doom, and all in good time. I will relish it. Oh, yes, it is a wonderful thought.” He becomes positively jovial as he goes on. “Think of it, my dear. People dying, the nation bankrupt, commerce halted, agriculture nonexistent, the King in chains—imagine Rupert in chains, won’t you?—the entire court turned to corpses or paupers overnight. Pretty, very pretty.” He fills another cup with a greenish substance kept in a jar of chalcedony. “And that wizard of his … something will have to be done about him. There’s a temptation to do the obvious and chop off his head, but that lacks finesse. You must appreciate how necessary finesse can be to enterprises like this. Truly, you must.”
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